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What is the “standard” New Mexican cuisine? Is it even possible to say a standard exists? 
These are important questions because regional and na-
tional cuisines express and highlight particular cultural 
influences, intersections of class, gender, and economics, 
and even historical struggles. A result of colonization 
includes the very existence of a unique and hybrid New 
Mexican cultural identity. This mestizaje was borne 
of indigenous and European blood, and yet it’s quite 
different from other Spanish-speaking cultures of the 
southwestern United States. 
“New Mexican” or nuevomexicano is itself a cultural 
and regional identity that transcends  nationalistic iden-
tity and other ethnic or racial categories, such as “His-
panic,” “Latino,” or “Mexican American.” It is place-based 
identity rooted in particular experiences and expressed 
through traditional practices and beliefs. These include 
fiestas in honor of patron saints; matachines dances in 
small towns along the Río Grande; blessing of the water 
rituals along acequias; remedios for healing; and of course, 
foods. It is cliché to say, “you are what you eat,” but a 
closer look at essential New Mexican foods reveals the 
aptness of such a maxim. Jeffrey M. Pilcher, in his book 
¡Que vivan los tamales! Food and the Making of Mexican 
Identity, examines how cuisine, and the significance of 
women’s roles within foodways, influenced Mexican 
national identity and nationalist ideology (1998). Using 
a similar framework, one can determine how Old World 
and New World foods and food practices collided and 
came to be distinctly New Mexican, and how such an 
identity has expanded beyond the family home and 
kitchen to influence tourism and the business of food 
production.
To provide background, my scholarly and personal 
interests in food developed over the course of my dis-
sertation fieldwork in ethnography, which took place 
in San Rafael, a small New Mexican village located in 
the west-central part of the state, where there are other 
small Hispanic, and alternately, Native American, com-
munities. The women who participated in my research 
demonstrated culinary talents and performative skill, 
especially when it came to traditional New Mexican 
foods and food events. I could not accurately describe 
their strategies for community and cultural preservation 
without including and privileging the role of foodways 
and their associated gustatory narratives. On a personal 
level, the bright red chile con carne, the piquant smells of 
different salsas, and rare treats of pastelitos (fruit-filled, 
thin pie cut into small squares), panochas (sprouted 
wheat pudding), and natillas (a soft custard), aroused my 
senses and became tangible links to a particular people 
and my own New Mexican identity. Food, for me, became 
a powerful means of expression and understanding. 
NEW MEXICAN IDENTITY AND COOKERY
I identify as a native New Mexican,1 which generally 
refers to those who have, in many cases, generations 
of one’s family living and dying in New Mexico. Many 
Abstract: Regional and ethnic cuisines result from generations of cultural mixing and adaptation. In the case of 
regional New Mexican cuisine, a food culture distinct from other southwestern diets, emerged since the colonial 
era, based on the central role of chile peppers, both green and red varieties. The mestizaje in preparations of such as 
flour tortillas, sopaipillas, and blue corn further defines New Mexican culinary traditions. The unique ingredients 
and cooking practices of New Mexico cuisine are assessed in this article as essential expressions of cultural identity 
and regional tourism, and are increasingly important to marketing  and the agricultural industry. 
Key Terms: Green chile; New Mexican foodways and cuisine; New Mexican identity
128     Reflections/Reflexiones	 Diálogo
Stephanie M. Sánchez Volume 18 Number 1 Spring 2015
families take pride in being able to trace their lineage to 
the 1600s or earlier, which is when Spanish colonization 
began in what became New Mexico. Many New Mex-
icans, especially those families from northern villages 
and communities, privilege their “Spanish” ancestry. 
However, New Mexican ancestry is better described 
as an amalgam of indigenous and European mixing: a 
heritage inherited from indigenous inhabitants of what 
became Mexico and the U.S. Southwest, and people from 
the Iberian Peninsula, themselves with a long history of 
numerous invasions from Romans, Germanic tribes, and 
the Moors. A number of scholars have argued that some 
New Mexican lineages include “Conversos,” or Sephardic 
Jewish ancestry (also known as Crypto-Jews) (Herz 2007; 
Hordes 2008), however, this theory is debatable and not 
widely accepted among New Mexicans. In general, some 
form of mestizo heritage is acknowledged by New Mex-
icans, but discussion as to how much of any one culture 
is present in one’s lineage depends on the family and 
community. Everyday lived experience in the state is not 
an expression of Spanish, Mexican, or Native American 
culture, but rather, a New Mexican culture and identity. 
It is no wonder then that New Mexican cuisine 
provides a way for nuevomexicanos to assert a unique 
(and hybrid) Hispanic identity. Folklorist Don Yoder 
wrote, “viewed historically, each regional and national 
cuisine is a culinary hybrid, with an elaborate stratigraphy 
of diverse historical layers combined into a usable and 
evidently satisfying structure” (334). This is certainly true 
for New Mexican cuisine, which is often included in the 
ambiguous category of “Southwestern Cuisine,” itself a 
conglomeration of California, Arizona, New Mexico, 
Texas, and northern Mexico foodways. However, broad 
categories often omit local nuances, flavors, and practices. 
There are certain particulars of New Mexican dishes 
that set it apart from other Southwestern cuisines. The 
first, and I would argue, most important, distinction is 
use of red or green chile peppers,2 in contrast to “chili,” a 
stew made of beans, meat, tomatoes, and spices that one 
may find in popular Tex-Mex restaurants. Roasted red 
or green chile is chopped, seasoned and used alongside 
any meal, from one’s breakfast of eggs and potatoes, to 
sandwiches and burgers, or as a simple snack with warm 
tortillas. Roasted chile can also be prepared into a stew 
or salsa. A second characteristic is that New Mexican 
cuisine features flour tortillas, rather than corn tortillas 
that are preferred in Mexican dishes. Flour tortillas are, 
like chile, essential for New Mexican meals and are es-
pecially functional to scoop or wrap other foods. 
Another distinction can be made through an exam-
ination of food practices and food events which fall into 
particular seasons and annual cycles, as well as religious 
periods based upon the Catholic liturgical calendar. These 
seasonal food practices and associated recipes have per-
sisted through generations as enduring links with the past 
and to one’s identity. Some examples include the piñon 
picking season in the fall, a time when New Mexicans 
head to the high country to collect pine tree nuts to roast 
for personal use or to sell on roadsides, or at feast days; 
chile season in the late summer and early fall, which is 
deliciously obvious by the scent of roasting green chile 
that wafts through the air. Tamales, for New Mexicans, 
are a food centered around Advent and Christmas sea-
sons, and their preparation often requires group cooking 
sessions called tamaleras, during which a family (which 
can include extended kin) prepares dozens and dozens 
of tamales for each of their families. The actual process of 
making tamales can be time intensive—it requires large 
amounts of dried cornhusks, meat, red chile, and masa. 
The tamaleras are almost always comprised of women, 
which demonstrates not only women’s responsibility 
within the family, but also her contribution to ongoing 
cultural production as the food (in this case, tamales) is 
so closely linked to a larger Christmas tradition in New 
Mexico. This is also true of the Lenten season, which has 
an entirely different repertoire of foods for Fridays, and 
Semana Santa (Holy Week) when Catholics abstain from 
meat or poultry. These foods, such as tortas de huevo con 
chile, quelites,3 or fish patties in red chile, are prepared 
and eaten almost exclusively during Lent and at no other 
time, further emphasizing the connection between food 
and ritual or traditions. Other, shorter periods of time are 
sprinkled throughout the year when particular medicinal 
plants and herbs can be harvested for remedios. 
THE SHAPING OF NEW MEXICAN CUISINE
After my fieldwork, I continued studying traditional 
New Mexican foods, because it nurtured my sense of 
self and identity, and represents the essence of comfort 
food. Specific dishes reminded me of holidays with my 
family and of the stories from the women of San Rafael. 
I came to view traditional foods and food events as per-
formances of identity and place, and ritualistic in nature. 
Rather than a domestic chore, I saw food preparation and 
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cooking as a means by which women asserted authority 
and innovation. Further exploring the significant roles 
of women in New Mexican foodways, I soon became 
fascinated with New Mexican cookbooks, wonderful old 
texts written almost entirely by women: Fabiola Cabeza 
de Baca’s Historic Cookery (1931) and The Good Life: New 
Mexico Traditions and Food (1949); Cleofas M. Jaramillo’s 
The Genuine New Mexico Tasty Recipes (1939); and Erna 
Fergusson’s Mexican Cookbook (1945)4 became not just 
sources of information, but the cookbooks I use in my 
kitchen, and they are still sold in local shops and book-
stores, and especially popular in tourist areas, such as Old 
Town of Albuquerque and the Plaza of Santa Fe, where the 
careful marketing of “New Mexico” culture takes center 
stage. Alongside Native American jewelry and traditional 
Spanish arts (bultos, santos, and tinwork), the tools of a 
nuevomexicano kitchen are displayed as expressions of 
who we are and where we come from. Grinding imple-
ments such as metates, molcajetes, molinillos, comales, and 
even images of San Pasqual, the patron saint of cooks and 
beloved icon in New Mexico, or hanging red chile ristras, 
all contribute to the image of a standard New Mexican 
cuisine, or at least to a standard cuisine identity, even if 
these instruments are common in other Latino cultures. 
New Mexican cuisine illustrates our regional his-
tory and is considered authentic based on the ingredi-
ents, preparation, and in some cases, when the dish is 
consumed. In general, the New Mexican cuisine can be 
described as a beans-and-chile culture, both of which are 
New World crops that have been mixed with Old World 
vegetables, herbs, spices, and cooking methods to create 
a particular cultural and place-based food tradition. 
Local cookbooks, both old and new, often describe the 
same foods and dishes—pinto beans; red chile made 
from chile pods; posole, a stew of hominy, pork, red chile 
and seasonings; chile rellenos, which in its older form 
were green chiles stuffed with meat rather than cheese; 
calabacitas con chile verde, a side dish made of squash, 
corn, onions, and chopped green chile; carne adovada (a 
New Mexico version of the Mexican dish carne adobada), 
diced pork marinated in red chile and served as a stew 
or in a flour tortilla as a burrito; tortillas de harina (flour 
tortillas); atole and chaquehue, traditional breakfast for 
cold weather, thick drinks made from blue corn meal; 
and enchiladas, which are typically served as lightly fried 
corn tortillas layered (rather than rolled) with beans, a 
meat chile, cheese, and often topped with a fried egg, in 
contrast to the Mexican version of enchiladas, stuffed and 
rolled tortillas with any number of chile sauces. 
Cleofas Jaramillo specifically draws a distinction 
between “New Mexico” and “Old Mexico” dishes, with 
only “one or two” Old Mexico recipes included in her 
authentic New Mexican cookbook (1939, 1). Interestingly 
though, her “New Mexican-style” Spanish rice—white 
rice mixed with “fried chopped onion [and] cooked 
stewed lamb cut in small pieces”—is not what one would 
find prepared in contemporary New Mexican kitchens 
and restaurants. However, the recipe she lists as “Old 
Mexico-Style” Spanish rice, prepared with browned rice 
and tomato sauce, is what contemporary New Mexicans 
today would recognize as typical New Mexican Spanish 
rice (1939, 10). 
Over the course of my fieldwork, the women of 
San Rafael often compared three foods—buñuelos, 
sopaipillas, and fry bread (found in a variety of Native 
American cultures). These three are similar—all fried 
breads with similar taste—but fry bread comes as large 
circles of thick dough, roughly five inches or more 
in diameter; buñuelos are rectangular strips of fried 
dough that are often the same thickness as fry bread; 
and sopaipillas, in contrast, are triangular and puffier 
(due to leavening), but similar in thickness to both fry 
bread and buñuelos. In her book, Historic Cookery, 
Fabiola Cabeza de Baca writes that buñuelos are “often 
erroneously called sopaipillas” (1931, 25). In all cases, 
the common ingredients are flour, salt, baking powder, 
fat, and water or milk, and all are deep-fried (quickly). 
The exception is that the recipe for sopaipillas also calls 
for eggs (recipes vary between 2-4 eggs).  
Unlike Cabeza de Baca, Erna Fergusson writes that 
buñuelos and sopaipillas are the same recipe (“fried 
puffs”), but she includes a “sauce for buñuelos” that 
consists of piloncillo, water, cinnamon, wine, and raisins, 
a recipe not found in other similar cookbooks (1945, 91). 
[F]ry bread can be eaten as a sweet treat …
or as an entrée, more commonly called “Indian Taco”.
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Another interesting function of these fried breads is 
that sopaipillas, buñuelos, or fry bread can be used 
either as desserts or as part of an entree. As desserts, 
sopaipillas are presented with honey at the end of the 
meal, but they can also serve as a meal, stuffed with 
beans, beef or chicken, or a combination of both, and 
smothered in red or green chile sauce and topped with 
cheese, lettuce, and tomatoes. Similarly, fry bread can 
be eaten as a sweet treat, topped with powdered sugar, 
cinnamon, or honey (or a combination of these), or 
as an entrée, more commonly called “Indian Taco” 
(“Navajo Taco” or “Tewa Taco”): the flat fry bread is 
topped with ground beef, pinto beans, red or green chile, 
cheese, onions, chopped lettuce, and tomatoes. Buñuelos 
function mostly as sweet breads enjoyed with coffee at 
breakfast. In contemporary New Mexican restaurants, 
sopaipillas are served with main dishes, but also at the 
end of the meal as a dessert with honey. These are a 
distinguishing marker between New Mexican and other 
southwestern cuisines. 
Not only have recipes changed over time, attitudes 
toward foods have also shifted. While corn tortillas 
reign supreme in Mexico, Arizona, and in south Texas, 
flour tortillas are the standard in New Mexican cui-
sine. Flour tortillas are the ultimate accompaniment 
for most New Mexican meals—they can be used as 
spoons to scoop beans, chile con carne or calabacitas; 
they can wrap together any number of ingredients to 
create a variety of burritos; or can be used in place of 
bread for sandwiches. In the mid-20th century, Hispanic 
New Mexican children were often teased for bringing 
tortilla “sandwiches”to school. Now, tortillas and wraps 
are standard in mainstream U.S. society and no longer 
considered a class or cultural marker (barrier). 
In contemporary New Mexican restaurants, blue 
corn tortillas are featured as an entrée unto itself, such as 
blue corn enchiladas (commonly served with chicken). 
While they are thicker, blue corn tortillas are prepared 
and function as yellow corn tortillas. However, blue 
corn has traditionally been served as gruel in colonial 
New Mexican cuisine, a recipe and custom that steadily 
faded from common practice. Blue corn meal is also 
the main ingredient in chaquehue, hardened blue corn 
mush (gruel), either left out to harden or baked in 
ovens similar to corn bread, then served smothered 
in red chile. 
RED OR GREEN?
Despite any variation in recipes, it would be impos-
sible to imagine New Mexican cuisine without some form 
of chile. Chile itself is probably the most iconic image of 
New Mexican food culture. “Red or green?” is a common 
question asked by servers in New Mexican restaurants. 
Patrons may first ask, “Which is hotter today?,” or may 
ask for “Christmas,” which means that they would like 
both red and green chile. Not only are red and green 
chiles symbolic of the region, they are food staples for 
both Native American and Hispanic communities in New 
Mexico. As early as 1895, folklorists noted the importance 
of chile in regional cuisine:
Chile, called ‘Ají’ and ‘Quauhchilli’ by 
the Aztecs, was the condiment used in 
all the feasts of the aborigines at the 
time of the landing of Cortez; there 
are several varieties—the red, white, 
green, sweet, and bitter. No Mexican 
dish of meat or vegetables is deemed 
complete without it, and its suprem-
acy as a table adjunct is conceded by 
both garlic and tomato, which also 
bob up serenely in nearly every effort 
of the culinary art (Bourke 46). 
Chile peppers have existed as part of the Americas, 
first as wild plants, then as cultivated and domesticated 
crops, for over 7,000 years (Dewitt and Bosland 13). 
Botanist C.B. Heiser writes that it was between 5,200 and 
3,400 B.C. when Native American groups began growing 
chile plants, and so chiles are one of the oldest cultivated 
crops in the Americas (265-268). The word “chile” itself 
derives from the Nahuatl word chil which referred spe-
cifically to the Capsicum species (Bosland 2). Currently, 
there are over 10,000 chile varieties in the world (Dewitt 
and Bosland 17), which speaks to the significance of this 
plant to human medicinal practices and foodways.  
Red and green chiles are the New Mexico state vege-
table and play a defining role in state cultural food tourism 
and the agricultural industry. Fabián García, who began 
standardizing New Mexico’s green chile in the early 1900s, 
profoundly impacted the green chile industry in New 
Mexico and the United States through his hybridization 
of the plant (Fyxall 2007). His work was the foundation 
for ongoing research at New Mexico State University and 
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eventually led to the Chile Pepper Institute. Currently, 
there are a number of New Mexico cultivars from which 
all New Mexico green chile is grown (Bosland 675). 
The chile pepper, as we know it in New Mexico, 
has transcended comfort food dishes of beans, tortillas, 
and papas to be included in local chocolates, wines, al-
coholic beverages, and even ice cream. What for some 
is a traditional custom rooted in identity and history, 
for others has become a multimillion dollar industry 
(Fryxell 2007). According to the non-profit New Mexico 
Chile Association, the green chile industry provides over 
4,000 jobs in the state in which “chile is the heart and 
soul.”5 In recent years, as the green chile competition has 
expanded to a global industry, the New Mexico green 
chile has increasingly symbolized the state’s local culture 
and character, as well as the struggle to sustain our most 
important cash crop in a global market. The New Mexico 
Chile Association goes on to say that “imports account 
for about 82% of chile consumed in the U.S.,” which 
for local producers is difficult to challenge with smaller 
operations and fewer resources. As a result, local chile 
crops have declined from 34,500 harvested acres in 1992 
to only 9,600 harvested acres in 2012.6 
In order to counter the competition, there has been a 
growing campaign to brand locally grown chile—similar 
to Vidalia onions, Idaho potatoes, and Florida oranges—
and market the taste and authenticity of New Mexican 
crops. One of the most significant and recognized types 
of New Mexico green chile is from Hatch, N.M. Although 
chile is grown throughout the state, commercially and 
privately, no chile is as “authentic” as the chile grown 
in Hatch. This small village in southern New Mexico is 
considered the “Chile Capital of the World” and hosts 
the Hatch Chile Festival each fall, further solidifying its 
pivotal role in the regional chile industry and market. 
In order to brand chile, such as the famous Hatch 
green chile, local farmers, consumers, and politicians have 
developed a number of protocols to authenticate locally 
grown chile, called the New Mexico Chile Certification 
Program.7 This certification program labels chile products 
and identifies which restaurants, food manufacturers, 
and grocery stores use or sell New Mexico green chile. 
The decline of chile crops represents much more than 
the serious matter of economic loss; the situation also 
represents a possible loss of collective symbolic culture, 
or at least a lack of control over our symbolic culture. It 
emphasizes the fact that New Mexican identity (in terms 
of food and otherwise) has always been mediated by 
global processes, whether through the exchange of Old 
World and New World foods, or through the struggle to 
market New Mexico green chile in response to interna-
tional competition. 
CONCLUSIONS
Fabiola Cabeza de Baca Gilbert wrote in her first 
New Mexican cookbook, Historic Cookery, published 
in 1931: 
New Mexico is a land of changes. 
Its blue skies of morning may be 
its red skies of evening. There have 
been changes in its people, in its cus-
toms and culture, and naturally in its 
food habits. The recipes in “Historic 
Cookery” are a product of the past 
and present—an amalgamation of 
Indian, Spanish, Mexican and Ameri-
can. They are typically New Mexican.  
(C. de Baca Gilbert 1931:1)
“Typically New Mexican” is a phrase that challenges the 
complicated historical processes and struggles of New 
Mexicans and their ancestors, yet somehow perfectly 
describes a definitive culture with standard practices and 
beliefs. As the making of New Mexican identity continues 
within the U.S. mainstream and in relation to other Lati-
na/o communities, new influences are incorporated or 
adapted, and New Mexican food is particularly reflective 
of such changes. Mainstream American influences are 
evident in food choice and preparation; more Hispanic 
families eat out than in previous generations; they rely 
on more store-bought meals, or prepare foods for ease 
and convenience than their parents or grandparents did. 
Within my own dissertation fieldwork, I found numerous 
instances of women, ranging in age from late 30s to late 
60s, who described shifts from home gardening to canned 
vegetables, and older methods for roasting and peeling 
green chile, to that of buying chile roasted at the store 
or even already peeled, chopped, and frozen (Chávez; 
Gallegos; Montoya). Some women discussed recent at-
tempts to make New Mexican staples in a healthier way 
by substituting lard for other cooking oils, baking rather 
than frying, and using leaner meats or poultry rather 
than beef (Gallegos; Jaramillo-Vigil). Even with such 
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influences and trends, new items and practices are simply 
incorporated into the New Mexican basic cuisine pattern, 
which is then restructured or recombined in a variety of 
ways to remain traditional comfort foods.  
For many New Mexicans, the seasonal arrival of 
particular foods and the presence of foods at religious 
and secular events or celebrations are significant as cul-
tural and communal traditions, and a tangible means 
of maintaining some sort of connection to one’s fami-
ly, community, and heritage. Folklorists point out that 
“traditional foods and ways of eating form a link with 
the past” (Kalčik 1984:37), and it is because of these 
perceived connections with a historical and cultural 
past that these foods and food events endure and adapt 
through generations. For each generation, particular 
ethnic foods are part of a “repertoire of foodways” that 
individuals can “call upon to use in symbolic displays 
of ethnic identity” (Kalčik 1984:41). Changes in recipes 
or what is considered standard New Mexican foods 
illustrate the complex processes that develop from the 
relationships between regional and national identities, 
disparate classes, as well as the commodification of ethnic 
foods. The cultural and economic significance of chile 
upon New Mexico is profound, as it has also positively 
influenced a greater emphasis on locally grown foods 
and traditional foodway practices, and has contributed 
to a growing interest in the marketing of New Mexican 
cuisine and food tourism.
As seen with the plight of the local green chile in-
dustry, symbolic displays of identity become very tangible 
struggles of consumerism, sustainability, and authentic-
ity. As we move forward in establishing and promoting 
New Mexican cuisine and cultural tourism, we must not 
forget these complex interconnections between regional 
identity, culinary tradition, and economic influence. 
Although New Mexicans view our culinary traditions as 
exactly that—traditions rooted in place and memory—we 
seek not to forget that our beloved foods were borne of 
hybridity and adaptation. 
ENDNOTES
  1 For purposes of this article, I use the descriptor 
“native New Mexican” to refer to Hispanic people who 
are descended from the earliest indigenous groups 
and Spanish colonizers. While there has been a long 
debate over Spanish heritage claims and the reasons 
behind them (see Gonzáles, 2001; Montgomery, 2002; 
Nieto-Phillips, 2004), most contemporary Hispanic 
New Mexicans readily acknowledge a mixed heritage 
of Native American, Mexican, and Spanish ancestry. 
  2 Red and green chiles are harvested at different stages 
in the growing season, with red chile riper than the 
green fruit.
  3 Tortas con huevo (egg fritters), quelites (sautéed spinach 
with pinto beans, sometimes with bacon and chile 
pequin), which was once made with wild greens called 
verdolagas.
  4 It should be noted that these books are the earliest 
of documented New Mexican recipes. Even within 
families, it was not common to find recipes recorded 
on paper; women simply memorized ingredients and 
the feel or look of measurements. I would argue that 
these texts and women’s roles in preserving, continu-
ing, and influencing the expression of a unique New 
Mexican-ness through foodways—within their homes, 
communities, and now to a national audience—have 
gone largely unacknowledged, yet are deserving of 
closer attention and analysis for their contributions 
to shaping our regional identity.
  5 “Important Industry Information.” New Mexico Chile 
Association. <www.nmchileassociation.com/id15.
html>, accessed July 31, 2014.
  6 <www.nmchileassociation.com>, accessed August 27, 
2014.
  7 New Mexico Chile Association, <www.nmchileasso-
ciation.com/id33.html>.
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